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ABSTRACT

Despite the fact that conservation ideology has led conservation practice over the last quarter of
a century, the removal of local residents from protected areas in the name of biological
preservation remains the most common strategy in developing countries. Its wide-ranging
impacts on displaced societies have rarely been properly addressed, particularly in regard to
the establishment of parks. This thesis is based on 15 months fieldwork carried out among a
group of displaced park residents known as Rana Tharus in the country of Nepal. They have
long lived in Royal Shuklaphanta Wildlife Reserve in the far-western part of that nation.

This thesis is largely inspired by recent academic advocacy that conservation-induced
dislocations on rural communities are having a serious influence on policy implementation.
Such advocacy is leading to more effective and pragmatic park policies. West, Igoe and
Brockington (2006) point out that park residents are an indispensable part of protected areas
and their cultural and economic interactions with parks occur in diverse ways. Without a full
understanding of these interrelationships, any kind of forced conservation policies will be
doomed to fail and cause severe disturbances to people’s lives. Like most protected areas in
developing countries, this thesis shows that the unplanned resettlement scheme of
Shulkaphanta failed to mitigate the socio-economic losses that Rana Tharus experienced due
to their displacement. The ethnographic data notes that when attention is paid solely to the
economic losses experienced by Rana Tharus, the social costs such as social exclusion, loss of
culture, and psychological depression are rarely addressed in the dislocation program. An
inadequate understanding of the links between protected areas and local livelihoods is one of
the major causes for the continuation of park-people conflicts including Shuklaphanta.

In this thesis, | demonstrate how the displacement and other social changes have gradually
diminished the social and economic livelihoods of the Rana people. | argue that many of these
social impacts were unexpected because Rana Tharus actively responded to all these changes
by putting new social relations into effect. As a result, significant social transformations have
occurred in contemporary Rana Tharu society. The undivided household unit was no longer
their first preference when the new economic realities made themselves felt, and gender and
patrilineal kin relationships became more tense. The traditional labouring system (Kamaiya) that
existed between wealthy and poor Rana Tharus declined due to increasing poverty. All these
had erased their ability to maintain sustainable livelihoods that they had previously enjoyed.
Moreover, substantial loss of landownership had made it impossible for Rana Tharus to share
equal social, economic and political status with the new migrants - the twice-born Pahaaris.

These accumulated and unforseen results of conservation practices can only be well
understood if a holistic analytical perspective is adopted. This thesis borrows the concept of
sustainable household livelihood system and the social theories of practice, power and agency
to explore the dynamic relationships between conservation, local livelihoods and culture. The
stories told by the Rana Tharu provide some important lessons. | argue that dislocation
programs should be put aside or at least closely reviewed if their hidden social impacts are not
well understood or at least lead to some form of compensation. Such action may prevent the
further expansion of park-people conflicts which are shown to hinder conservation efforts of
Shuklaphanta and local sustainable livelihoods.
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NOTES ON RANAS, PRONUNCIATION AND TRANSCRIPTION

The name ‘Rana’ is a confusing word particularly for those readers who have knowledge
regarding the history of Nepal. It generally refers to the Rana family who ruled the Kingdom of
Nepal from 1846 until 1953. Jang Bahadur was the first ruler of this dynasty. His original family
name was Kunwar but he took the title Rana, after an old title denoting military glory used by
Rajput princes in northern India. His descendants took this name as their family name. The
downfall of this dynasty did not diminish the family’s influence. Today, they still control most of
the government’s administrative positions. However, ‘Rana’ as it appears in this thesis mainly
refers to the indigenous Rana Tharu community unless otherwise stated. This confusion is due
to problems of translation. In written English, there is no different between the Rana rulers and
the Rana community but in the Nepalese language (i.e. written Nepali - Devanagari script) and
pronunciation, they are different. For distinction purpose, | use the ‘Rana family’ to refer the
rulers. In addition, | chose not to call them Rana Tharus because | found that they strongly
resisted being called ‘Tharus’. The fact was that they distanced themselves from other Tharu
groups through their claim of being Rajput descendants. For a detailed discussion of Rana self-

identity see Chapters Six and Nine.

Both the Nepali and Rana language were used in interview situations. Because the Rana
language is an unwritten language, | usually translated what was said into the closest Nepali
pronunciation. When | transcribed the Nepali words, | consulted R. L. Turner's Comparative and
Etymological Dictionary of Nepali Language (1997 reprinted version). To make the thesis more
readable to non-Nepali specialists, most interview contexts (both Nepali and Rana language in

originality) were translated into English.

Vi



SPECIAL NOTES

My major fieldwork finished in December 2005. Since then there have been three major
developments that may have long-term implications for Ranas’ livelihoods. The first one
constituted the dramatic political changes leading to the end of the 240-year-long absolute
monarchy and Nepal becoming a democratic republic on 28" May 2008. After 10 years of civil
war the Nepalese government and the Maoists concluded negotiations successfully on o
November 2006. On 19" January 2007, the Maoists agreed to disarm (during my latest trip, |
was told by locals that there were no more Maoist activities in my study villages). The
constituent assembly election was held on 10" April 2008 and the Maoists became the biggest
party. In the first assembly meeting, all political parties unanimously agreed to abolish the
monarchy and the unpopular King Gyanendra was ousted from the royal palace. However,
these changes have not stopped the political turmoil in Nepal and nor ended most people’'s
economic hardships. Recently, the Maoist party warned that it would refuse to join the new
government because it held an unfavourable attitude towards the first president, Mr. Ram Baran
Yadhav from the Nepali Congress Party. What are the implications of these political
developments on Ranas’ livelihoods? Only more insightful and longitudinal research work can

answer this question.

Recently, | have read an interesting article written by Nepalese scholar Nina Bhatt (2003). He
analyses the relationships between the Nepali kings and the park management. There is no
doubt that Nepali kings contributed much to Nepal's early conservation efforts. The creation of
the first national park - Royal Chitwan National Park - in 1973 by King Mahendra and the
establishment of the largest national conservation organisation (King Mahdendra Trust for
Nature Conservation) were good examples. However, he also points out that the effectiveness
of park management is often linked to different political contexts. The multi-party political
system of the 1990s had adverse impacts on conservation efforts because officials worked only
for the benefit of their own party or alliance. As a result, officials were not interested in working
in remote areas where most Parks are located. Compared to the pre-1990s monarchy the park

authority received less attention and resources. Today, the downfall of the Shah Dynasty has
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enormous implications for the Nepalese people and the future of their country’s park
management. There is an urgent need for further research to investigate what these

implications are.

The second change was the reinforcement of park management on the south-west side buffer
zone villages. The Chief Warden of Shuklaphanta, Tikkram Adhikari, said to me in our interview
that a few army camps would be set up very soon in this region in order to stop illegal resource
use activities. One of the army camps would be located in the Dhokka Block buffer zone forest
area. The implementation of this policy may result in restrictions to forest resources and impact
adversely on the local people’s livelihoods. This ambitious park management strategy was still
in the planning stage when | revisited the field in December 2006, but the Ranas’ response to it

would be worthy of more follow-up study.

The third change was the rising political unrest in the Tarai region. In an earlier study done by
Gaige (1975), he pointed out that conflict and tension had long existed between the plains
people and hill people. My discussion in Chapter Six and Chapter Nine has also clearly
demonstrated that social, economic and political exclusion was deeply felt by the Ranas and
twice-born Pahaaris. As a result, although the ten year-long Maoist insurgency has now been
resolved, the Madhesis movement which emerged in mid-January 2007 has rapidly become a
major potential risk to peace in the country. Madhesh in Nepali means Tarai and the Madheshi
community includes Maithilis, Bhojpuris, Awadhis, Tharus and other smaller tribal groups. In
contrast to the three dominant hill castes (Brahmins, Chhetris and Newars) who constituted
36% of total population in Nepal but occupied 89.2% of position in civil service, the Madheshi
community accounted for 32% of the population but occupied only 8.4% of positions in the civil
service (Karna 2007). They are now asking for the same rights as Pahaaris following a century
of neglect. The on-going violent conflicts occurring in the Tarai region not only affect the daily
livelihoods of Tarai people, but also shape the development of ethnicity among Tarai
communities. Due to the limitations of this thesis additional research work is needed for finding

out what the Rana community’s future is.
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